themselves were far from surprised by it! Again, Hippocrates' knowledge of internal organs and muscles is described by Persaud as "confused and speculative", and his view of the relationship between lungs, kidneys, and bowels is thought to be "highly fanciful". Also, "bizarre" as many of Pliny's stories seem to Persaud and "despite the lack of any scientific merit to Pliny's astonishing interpretation of the natural world", Persaud is willing to admit that "his influence remained strong into the 17th century". Concerning Galen, Persaud considers that he "failed to differentiate nerves and tendons, and his inadequate and distorted account of the blood vessels prevented him from discovering the pulmonary circulation." He tells us that this was because Galen's physiological system was "completely lacking any scientific basis", and was in fact a "highly fanciful concept of bodily function". For Persaud, "Galen's death heralded a long era with a predictable outcome. Medicine, and the study of human anatomy in particular, languished in passive moribundity only to reach a climactic end in 1543 with the publication of De corporis humanifabrica. " Persaud's story ends with an account of the progress of anatomy from Mondino, the "restorer of anatomy", through Leonardo da Vinci to Andreas Vesalius, "the first man of modern science".
Persaud's interpretation will probably be passed over by scholars in the field as being too whiggish. The book may, however, prove to be popular among students new to the field, especially among medical students. Indeed, this is probably precisely the audience at which Persaud (himself an eminent medical doctor if the list of qualifications after his name on the title-page is anything to go by) is targeting his book.
It is this aspect of Persaud's book which is probably the most interesting. Far from being particularly revealing about the history of anatomy, this work is more of an insight into the concerns and interests of modern anatomists and how they perceive their own discipline today. Feminist historians are amongst the leaders in presenting medical history from the patient's point of view. Leavitt, whose previous contributions to the history of women and health in America are well known, provides us here with a vivid and moving account of the experience of childbirth in America. The impulse that led to this book was the birth of her own children; this, she says, gave her profound appreciation of the importance of the old ideal of childbirth as a social occasion in which women banded together to provide mutual support. Through such support, "childbirth customs and rituals formed a cornerstone of women's group identity. By attending confinements, women strengthened their life-long mutual bonds". This is a constantly reiterated theme, which forms the background against which she explores the consequences of the invasion of childbirth by the male physician ("physician" in the American sense), and, above all, by the move of childbirth to hospital. These are seen as events which not only destroyed the much-needed support of women in labour by other women, but made matters worse by the clumsy or unnecessary interventions of physicians and their tendency to transmit infection. It is suggested that modern women may have lost more than they have gained by the impact of "impersonal science" on obstetric care. Curiously, very little is said about the presence of fathers in the delivery room and the importance of this in bonding the family closely together. Was this because it is seen as a battle that has been won and is taken for granted; or is it regarded as unimportant; or is it perhaps that the presence of fathers is something that disrupts supportive groups of women?
Today, parents of both sexes will tell you that childbirth is not only an intensely emotional event, it is also for most people by far their most important contact with the medical and nursing professions. The subjective and emotional nature of discussions of childbirth is also found in histories of the subject-partly because here, more than anywhere, history is felt to be so closely connected to present practices. Indeed, many histories of obstetric care fall clearly into one of two categories: the older sort, which were written to stress the "wonderful advances" of medical science and the consequent saving of lives; and the more recent, which so often attack the medical profession for authoritarianism, insensitivity, and for robbing women today of the "wonderful experience of having a baby". So copious are the records of obstetric care that it is easy to write either version and give it spurious authority by numerous references. Faced with such polarization of attitudes, the unpolemical historian of obstetric care must work with a cool and balanced approach. In the first four-fifths of this book, the author walks this tightrope with
